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Prologue

Destiny. Fate. Call it what you want. I never believed in either. But that was then, and this is now.

I tugged at the locket around my neck, pulling it back and forth along its chain. An imprint. It always left one, an impression of the metal against my skin. Bringing the pendant to my lips, I closed my eyes. A picture lay inside one half of the silver heart: a memory of a day long ago. I hadn’t got around to filling the other side yet. There never seemed to be the time.

The chill of an April afternoon made me shiver as I stared out to sea. I pulled my pale blue shawl up over my shoulders; soft wool, cosy against my goose-pimpled arms. It had been hand-knitted by Mum, a bestseller at her shop in Mumbles, a stone’s throw from here. But this one was a special creation. Three names had been embroidered in the corner to mark today’s occasion.

My sleeveless dress was better suited to a warm summer’s day. But I would have worn it whatever the season because it held so many memories within it. It skimmed my knees and had been adjusted at the waist.

I stepped over rock pools and pebbles, aching to reach the water, the soles of my feet growing numb with cold. In the distance stood Mumbles lighthouse; a white beacon of salvation for centuries, visible from any point along the five-mile sweep of Swansea Bay.

Deep breaths in and out, in time to the waves breaking against the shore, steadied my heartbeat. Salt wash intermingled with vinegar filled my nose and my toes scrunched the wet sand beneath my feet.

I should have called him. All those years ago, I should have called him. And when we said goodbye, why didn’t I have the courage to do something? If I had, things might be different.

‘Abbie?’ A voice drifted over with the breeze, its gentle tone always a comfort.

I turned to see my best friend, Liz, walking towards me, carefully stepping over the rocks in her heels, her dress swinging around her knees.

‘You found me,’ I said.

‘Your mum said you’d probably be here. Oh, sod it,’ she said, peeling off her shoes. ‘I’ll wash my feet later.’

I smiled, pulling the folds of my shawl tightly, my hair blowing around my face in the wind. Lots of suggestions had been made as to how I should style it today; I had opted for down with a simple clip.

Liz placed her hands on my shoulders and rubbed my arms. ‘You OK?’

‘It’s healing, this beach.’

‘Mary just called me. She’s picked everyone up from the station. They’ll be here in ten minutes. Are you ready?’

I nodded. And this time I was sure. Very sure. I only wish we had got to this day differently. But I knew it couldn’t have happened any other way because this was our destiny.
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1

Now

December




I tapped the pen against my forehead. Focus, Abbie, focus.

Nope. It was no use. A large pile of paperwork sat in front of me; an immigration case that needed my undivided attention to get the judge to rule in my favour. Three items littered my green leather-topped desk hindering that outcome because I couldn’t stop thinking about them.

Exhibit A: The Legal 500 directory – hot off the press – containing my ranking and review. One of my colleagues had brought it in earlier to show off his ‘rising star’ status and to laugh at my entry. I was grateful he had departed soon after leaving me alone in our office – his gloating was insufferable.

Exhibit B: a manila envelope filled with details of the annual immigration conference in Paris I had been roped into attending this weekend but not yet opened. Mary Baker – my best friend’s wife – had asked me to step in. The delegates would no doubt be expecting her expert input, not someone who had only been qualified a few years.

And finally, Exhibit C: a heart shaped Post-it with a message on it from my boyfriend Charlie which I had stuck on my computer’s screen.

My mobile vibrated beneath my papers. Amy’s name flashed on the screen and I tossed the phone into my handbag. No time for a catch-up. My big sister loved to talk but I was desperate to come up with at least one winning argument for this case by tonight.

Surveying my desk, I sighed and tugged at my low bun. My hair was always scraped back in this style even when I wasn’t in court; ready to don my wig at a moment’s notice like I was Supergirl waiting for the call of someone in distress.

The landline rang and I picked it up without a second thought.

‘Abigail Jones,’ I said with a lilt in my voice.

‘Hey, sis, why didn’t you pick up your mobile?’

My shoulders slumped. ‘I’m at work.’

‘This won’t take long,’ she said with a raised voice over what sounded like a hairdryer.

‘Are you in the salon?’

‘Yeah, just finishing up with one of my regulars.’ Amy owned a hairdresser’s in the heart of Mumbles called Hairway to Heaven – a nod to her heavy metal teenage years. ‘So … what do you think? Cedar or walnut?’

I placed the receiver in the crook of my neck and sifted through the bundle of papers looking for a witness statement. ‘Cedar or walnut what?’

‘The shabby chic wooden sewing box for Mum. Her Christmas present. I sent you an email with the link last week.’

‘Did you? Must have missed it. Sorry.’ I brought my mouse to life and did a quick search for Amy’s message in my emails. One click took me to two identical-looking boxes. ‘Umm. Walnut?’

‘Great. You’ll order it, right? It takes a week to get it hand engraved and delivered.’

‘Why can’t you order it?’

‘I’m busy.’

‘So am I.’ My desk groaned under the weight of everything that needed my full attention.

‘I’m a single parent with two kids and I run my own business,’ Amy said defensively. ‘Besides, I thought of the gift. Done my part.’

‘Fine,’ I acquiesced as I copied and pasted the link into my ‘To Do’ folder which loomed large.

‘So, what are you wearing?’ she asked, her voice almost singing the question.

I looked down at my outfit. ‘Black trousers and a green jumper. Why?’

‘No, stupid. Not now. For your big dinner tonight with Charlie.’

‘How did you know about that?’

‘Mum told me.’

‘It’s only dinner,’ I said, doodling my and Charlie’s initials on my notepad and drawing a circle around them.

‘No, it’s not. It’s your three-year anniversary and he’s taking you to Chez Pierre. I looked it up. That place has a three-month waiting list. He’s so going to propose.’

OK. I rest my case. Exhibit C had my head in a spin. All week Charlie had been leaving notes around our flat reminding me about dinner tonight. This morning’s memo was on his pillow when I woke up. He had been due in court extra early for the start of a big corporate case and I hadn’t seen him before he left. Now, I peeled it off my computer screen.

Tonight’s the night! I’ll see you at the restaurant. Love you. xxx

‘Stop speculating, Amy. Charlie has sworn off ever getting married.’ I crossed out my scribblings. ‘We’re just going out for a nice meal.’

‘Oh yeah, forgot he was once jilted at the altar. Poor sod.’ She laughed and the hairdryer cranked up a notch. ‘Still, it’s obvious he’s gonna do the deed. Lucky you. All I got from Barry was a Full Platter at Nando’s.’ She tutted. ‘I even had to pick up the tab when he realised he’d left his wallet at home. I reckon Charlie should suck up those misgivings. He’s in his forties and you’re not far off.’

‘Hey, I’m thirty-four, thank you very much. Listen, if there’s nothing else—’

‘Yeah, well … I’d better go anyway, my four o’clock is here.’

I looked up to the clock on the wall. ‘They’re a bit early, aren’t they?’

‘Nah. They’re bang on time.’

I did a double take as I noticed the second hand on the wall clock was merely going backwards and forwards and was an hour behind the digital display on my computer. ‘Crap. I’m going to be late for Liz.’

After a quick goodbye and a promise to text if I had any news later tonight, I wrapped my case up in its tape and slid it into my work bag along with the conference envelope. I would have to carve out some time to work after meeting Liz.

The winter sun was making a brave attempt to burst through the clouds as I stepped outside of chambers, and the pavement still had a slick of last night’s snow. Turning the corner of Middle Temple Lane onto Victoria Embankment, I quickened my pace. A message pinged on my phone.

How are you? Call me when you can. Love you more than ever. Mum x

No time to call her now. Her bi-weekly ‘check-ins’ to make sure I was eating healthily and not over-working, and to fill me in on all the latest goings-on in Mumbles never lasted less than an hour and I had been looking forward to this coffee date all week. Liz and I hadn’t seen each other on our own since she had come home from the hospital with Maddy – hers and Mary’s firstborn.

My phone buzzed again. It was Liz. Going to be a bit late.

How late? Have you left yet? I typed back. No instant reply.

I made my way through Embankment station and reappeared the other side onto Villiers Street. A cold blast whistled around me and drove me forward.

And that’s when I saw it. Café d’Amour.

Images of a day fourteen years ago flickered in my mind until they settled on one frame: two strangers sitting at the table by the window; conversation, laughter, happiness. I suddenly felt light-headed and my breathing became shallow. I reached into my coat to retrieve my inhaler and took a quick puff, shaken by the resurgence of those memories that hadn’t surfaced in years. I walked past the café and didn’t look back.

Standing at the Charing Cross tube exit, I waited for Liz. Five minutes passed before I called her. It rang and rang and rang – until finally a muffled sound came through. A sob. Then another followed by the sound of Maddy wailing in the background.

‘Liz, what’s the matter? Is everything all right?’

‘I. Can’t. Do. This.’ Raspy intakes of breath punctuated each word.

‘Do what?’

She mumbled something indecipherable. I held my finger in my ear to drown out the noise of the commuters around me. ‘I didn’t hear you.’

‘I can’t come to Charing Cross,’ she screamed. ‘I haven’t even left the house. She won’t stop bloody crying. Please, Abs. Please come over.’

I held my breath, thinking of all the work I had to do at home before heading out to dinner. But these thoughts evaporated immediately.

‘Of course, I will. I’ll be there as soon as I can,’ I said.

‘Thanks, Abs. And bring supplies. I’m fucking starving.’

There was a hint of relief in her voice and I took it as a good sign.

I rang the doorbell to Liz’s home half an hour later and was greeted by a tear-stained face. The near constant screams of baby Maddy filled the hallway. Liz flung herself at me, burying her head into my shoulder.

‘It’s OK, it’s OK,’ I soothed. ‘But I am about to drop these cakes on your doorstep if you don’t let me come inside.’

She pulled back and I followed her into the living room. Maddy was lying in her Moses basket, arms and legs flailing. The coffee table was littered with nappies, baby powder and cabbage leaves. Liz was still in her nightdress with her dressing gown hanging loose over it, her wayward blonde curls unbrushed.

‘Please pick her up, Abs. I’ll go and make some tea.’

Before I could protest, she had already gone to the kitchen. I shrugged off my coat and took several deep breaths as I stared down at Maddy thrashing about in the basket. I gingerly lifted her … No. I couldn’t do this. As I went to put her back her wailing increased. What was wrong with her?

I placed her against my shoulder and stroked her back in a circular motion, changing the movement in my body from up and down to side to side. A burp and a fart came out almost simultaneously and the writhing eased. Before long, the wailing stopped.

‘How the bloody hell did you do that?’ Liz said from the doorway, a mug in each hand.

‘I guess she had some wind.’

‘Right. You are never leaving.’

I smiled as I slowly laid Maddy back down into her basket, relieved it could be that simple.

‘Thanks,’ I said, taking the mug Liz passed over.

She sniffed, grabbing a tissue and blowing her nose, before sinking into the sofa. ‘I tried winding her. I fed her, I jiggled her, I changed her nappy for the fourth time, but nothing. I haven’t slept in days. Mary left for her case in Sheffield this morning, and I told her I would be fine but I’m not. Where’s this so-called maternal “instinct” that’s meant to kick in once it’s dropped from your vagina? It’s a lie.’ She rocked back and forth.

‘Hey, hey,’ I said, squeezing her knee. ‘It’s fine, I’m here. I can stay a bit. Everything’s going to be OK. Have some cake.’

Liz bit into a millefeuille. ‘This is heaven, thanks, Abs,’ she mumbled as flakes of pastry spilled down her chin. ‘I didn’t think it’d be this hard. Mary does her best, but I think she expects me to know what to do all the time, and I don’t. I’ve even started counting down the days until I go back to work.’

A cry then pierced the air. A gap, then a wail.

‘See!’ Liz said, plopping her cake on a plate with a half-eaten wilting sandwich on it. ‘Not even five bloody minutes.’

I looked to Liz and waited, but she didn’t pick up Maddy. She seemed paralysed as she sat there, her eyes wide and glassy.

‘It’s OK, I’ve got her,’ I said.

I tentatively picked Maddy up again and did a similar rocking motion. Bodily functions passed from both ends again and she closed her eyes.

‘Maybe I should keep her on my shoulder for a bit longer,’ I said.

Liz nodded and the panicked look appeared to fade. ‘Are you sure? My arms start to ache after I’ve held her a while. The health visitor came yesterday and said she was almost twelve pounds. She’s a bruiser.’

‘I think I can manage twelve pounds for a few minutes. I remember lugging almost thirty when we got dropped by that bus almost two miles from the train station in Zagreb when we were Interrailing.’

Liz flopped back onto the couch. ‘God, I remember. You were cursing me for having misread the timetable.’ A smile suddenly appeared on her face. ‘I know.’

‘What?’

She didn’t elaborate but padded out the room in her slippers.

Maddy squirmed and I shifted her back into my arms. She cooed and a tight knot nestled in my chest as I took in her big blue eyes. Is this what it might have felt like? I wrestled the thought away and rocked her back and forth.

‘This!’ Liz suddenly said from the doorway, brandishing a photo album with palm trees on it. ‘Please say you’ll stay. Wouldn’t it be fun to go through it? It’s been years since we did this.’

I knew exactly what was in there – and that she had another three albums where it came from. They contained photos of the trip we took after graduation, fourteen years ago.

I looked at the clock on the wall. Five-thirty. ‘I’d love to, Liz, but I’ve got dinner with Charlie tonight, remember?’

‘God, yes, I forgot.’ Her face fell instantly, and she gripped the album tightly to her chest. ‘It’s just …’ She chewed her bottom lip. ‘I don’t really want to be on my own right now,’ she said in almost a whisper.

I looked at Liz’s pleading face and settled back into the sofa. ‘OK, maybe one album.’

As we flipped through the last page of the fourth album, swapping memories of crazy escapades along our travels, I noticed Liz’s eyes begin to droop. Maddy stirred in her basket and emitted a familiar, throaty cry. It wasn’t long before it reached a wail.

‘Maybe I should feed her,’ she said. As she brought Maddy to her breast, Liz grimaced, narrowing her eyes.

‘Is that painful?’

‘It’s the mastitis. Still hasn’t cleared up. The doctor gave me some antibiotics, but they haven’t kicked in. Come on, come on,’ Liz pleaded, trying to direct her nipple into Maddy’s mouth. ‘No, not there, there.’ She sighed heavily.

‘Can I get you anything before I go?’

‘Yes, please. A large glass of water would be great.’

As I was in the kitchen, I could hear Maddy start up again.

I returned to find Liz sitting on the sofa, her head in her hands, shoulders shaking. Maddy was back in the basket, writhing about.

‘What happened?’

Liz glanced up with a defeated look in her eyes, which were now rimmed with tears. ‘Why can’t she tell me what she wants?’

I put the glass down on the table and rocked the Moses basket from side to side until her cries lessened. Surely it couldn’t be that easy again. I didn’t deserve the satisfaction of being the one to soothe her.

‘I … I can’t …’ Liz was gasping and struggling for breath.

‘It’s OK, Liz. Here.’ I grabbed the paper bag on the table, shaking out the cake crumbs. ‘Breathe into this.’

The bag deflated and inflated rapidly. She gripped the edges so hard, I feared it would rip. In, out, in, out. Liz’s breath slowly began to steady until it returned to normal, and she took the bag away from her mouth.

‘I’m scared, Abs,’ she finally said. ‘This morning, I seriously thought about walking out and leaving Maddy alone. I knew you’d be worried and would come over eventually. You know where the spare key is. I wanted to get in a car and drive away, even though I don’t have a bloody licence.’ She let out a sound resembling a laugh, but it was tinged with sadness and her hazel eyes glazed over again.

I held her hand in mine. ‘I’m no expert, Liz. But I think you need to talk to someone. Your GP, your mum—’

‘No way, I’m not calling her.’ Liz shook her head rapidly. ‘I’m fine.’ She smiled wanly. ‘I’m just missing Mary, that’s all. And the last thing I need is Mum. She’ll come over and make it all about her. I’m sure this is a one-off,’ she said, lifting the paper bag up. ‘I have a newborn, for heaven’s sake. What is it they call it? Baby blues. That’s what the midwife said at my first check-up. All completely normal, Abs. It’ll be your turn soon and you’ll see.’

‘No, thank you. I love my sleep too much.’ Maddy gurgled in her basket as if she knew my response was fabricated.

‘She’s wide awake,’ Liz said, yawning. ‘Maybe she wants to be pushed around in her buggy. We haven’t been out all day and it’s dark now.’ She stroked wisps of hair on Maddy’s head and Liz’s eyes suddenly widened, as if fending off sleep.

‘Why don’t I take her for a quick outing? You go and have a nap. You’ll feel much better once you do.’

‘Really? You’d do that? But what about your dinner with Charlie?’

I looked at the clock on the wall again. Six-thirty. No time to get home to Baker Street and change into my new dress and get to Piccadilly, but time enough to take Maddy for a quick walk, change here and then do some work after dinner.

‘I’m sure he won’t mind if I’m a little late. Could I have a shower here, borrow something from your wardrobe and raid your make-up stash?’

‘Of course. Anything.’

It wasn’t long before Maddy drifted off on our walk and I circled back towards Liz’s house. Pushing the buggy into the living room, I dimmed the lights and removed the pram’s cover.

Tiptoeing up the stairs, pausing every time a floorboard creaked beneath the carpet, I reached Liz’s bedroom to tell her I was going to take a shower. But she was curled up in a tight ball, snoring loudly.

‘Liz,’ I whispered softly, gently nudging her arm. ‘Liz.’

No response. There she was, totally checked out, finally able to let go.

What should I do now? No way could I leave Maddy alone downstairs without letting Liz know. The panic attack that I had seen grip her earlier worried me too.

Creeping back down to the kitchen, I pulled out my phone. Charlie’s mobile went straight to voicemail. I took a deep breath when I heard the familiar beep.

‘Hey, it’s me. I’m at Liz’s. She’s having a hard time with Maddy and I’m really worried. I said I’d stay a while. She’s fallen asleep and I can’t leave right now. I’m so sorry.’ My shoulders dropped. ‘I’m not going to make dinner. I’ll probably be another hour or two. Maybe we can catch last orders at Seymour’s and have a late-night bite? Oh, and I forgot to tell you, Mary asked me to step in for her at the immigration conference in Paris tomorrow and Sunday. Can’t wait to tell you all about it. My train leaves at eleven so we could have a leisurely breakfast. Love you. I really am sorry.’

I tossed my phone onto the kitchen table and pulled open Liz’s fridge, a feeling of disappointment setting up camp inside me. But was there a sliver of relief mixed in too?

A half-bottle of rosé sat on the shelf inside the door. Pouring myself a glass, I took a big swig. God, that helped.

What now? One small consolation. I had clawed back some time to work. At the mere thought of the impending case and conference, my head throbbed with a sharp pain. I noticed a packet of paracetamol by the bread bin and swallowed a couple.

Taking my glass through to the lounge with my work bag, I flopped back on the sofa, knocking the last photo album to the floor.

As I picked it up a photo slipped out. It was of me; the last one Liz had taken in Bulgaria – the penultimate destination on our trip – before she had to suddenly go home. Her mum had needed her, and Liz had never forgiven her for spoiling the end of her holiday.

I fingered the picture. A dumb grin was plastered across my face and I was holding a guidebook to the last secret destination Liz had booked. What had I felt in that moment? The journey ahead was a long one and I was about to do it alone – an ‘adventure of a lifetime’, Liz had called it. But if I had known going there would change the course of my life, would I have ever gone?
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2

Years Earlier

June




His fingers caressed my cheek and moved down to my shoulder and along my arm. Kisses on my lips roused me further from my slumber.

‘Wake up, Abbie,’ he said.

‘What time is it?’ I murmured, not wanting to open my eyes just yet. My other senses were already heightened: the feel of the soft cotton sheet that bound our naked bodies, the scent of his skin – a mixture of aftershave and that distinctive citrus smell, his voice – everyday words that did something to me every time he spoke and the taste of his kisses – always sweet.

‘It’s time to wake up,’ he said.

I groaned and turned over, away from him, prising one eye open. Streetlights outside the window shone into the room. We hadn’t even got round to closing the shutters last night. ‘No, it’s not. It’s still dark.’

He spooned me tighter, moving his hand to my stomach where his fingers circled. I tingled at his touch. Maybe he was instigating a repeat of last night’s exploits.

‘It’s five and I want to take you somewhere,’ he whispered against my ear before brushing his nose against it.

‘Then I am certainly not waking up. We only drifted off a few hours ago. Go back to sleep.’

‘I haven’t slept. I have waited years to be in your arms again and I don’t want to waste a single minute sleeping.’

I melted at his words and drew his hand from my belly to my lips.

He kissed my neck and shoulder before pulling me back towards him. ‘Please, Abbie. I want to show you something, but we have to be quick. We can sleep later in the car.’

My eyelids fluttered open and I instantly smiled. I had never woken up next to him in bed and my heart sang as I took in his face: those eyes, that smile.

‘OK,’ I said with a conciliatory tone. ‘But can I go back to my room and change at least?’

‘There’s no time. Last night’s clothes are fine.’

He stepped out of bed and I took in his nakedness, the muscles in his arms as he stretched, his smooth olive skin. I willed him not to get changed but to return to bed and into my arms, to make love to me again. He rifled through his suitcase and pulled out a crisp white T-shirt.

‘Here.’ He handed it to me. ‘You can put this over your dress. It will warm you against the morning breeze.’

I dragged myself out of bed and changed as he dressed quickly. He led me out of the hotel holding my hand, picking up a package from the reception on our way out. ‘For later,’ he said when I enquired what the mysterious contents were.

He led me back to the spot where we had talked heatedly last night, to the rocks by the sea – where he had told me he had never stopped thinking of me and that he was glad that destiny had brought us back together.

There were fewer people by the water now, unsurprising given the early hour; some with fishing rods, others chatting quietly in foreign tongues and holding steaming cups. The only illumination came from lamps spaced evenly down the promenade and the early morning light.

He clutched my hand tighter as I stepped over the railing before pulling me down onto him as he sat on the rocks. Sea spray splashed our legs.

‘Are you cold?’ he said.

‘No, I’m fine.’ My body was still on fire – that post-sex glow that I never wanted to be extinguished.

He wrapped his arms around me, and I leaned back and rested my head on his shoulder.

‘Any minute now. Do you see?’ He pointed somewhere far into the distance. ‘The lighthouse has been lit through the night to protect the boats coming into the harbour, and … there.’

I focussed hard and in an instant the light went out and a burst of orange emerged on the horizon and cascaded along the water in ripples, breaking against the rocks. The sight literally took my breath away. He squeezed me tighter.

‘I don’t want to move, ever.’ I couldn’t see his face, but I could feel his smile behind me. ‘Though I wouldn’t say no to a coffee at some point.’ I looked up at him and grinned eagerly. I had noticed some stalls opening on the promenade and people gathering to make breakfast purchases.

‘Your wish is my command.’

He broke free from our embrace and reached into his rucksack for the package the concierge had given him, revealing a flask and a tray of pastries. As if on cue, my stomach growled.

‘Oh, you are a god.’ I smiled as I cradled the cup, and he poured the brew. It was a strong black roast – not something I was used to drinking but it hit the spot perfectly and had a sweet aftertaste. We shared the coffee and pastries in companionable silence.

‘What will we say to the others when they pick you up?’ I said after a while. ‘How do we explain this and the fact that I am coming too?’

‘Do we have to?’

I chewed a mouthful of croissant and shook my head.

‘Let’s keep it as our secret for now,’ he said. ‘We can say we met at breakfast and I persuaded you to come. Before I forget.’ He reached into his shorts and fished out his mobile. Holding it up in selfie mode, I saw our image – the glow of sun on our faces, a look of pure bliss in our smiles. ‘I want to send this to you, so you have my number. I never want us to let this many years pass again.’

I typed my number into the phone and hit send.

When we finished the last of our breakfast, he held my hand in his.

‘Abbie,’ he whispered, leaning closer. ‘This moment is like a dream. I feel alive for the first time in years.’ His eyes held mine and I was under their magic spell once more.

He touched my mouth with his again. His lips were warm from the hot liquid and the taste of his tongue was exotic and befitting of this crazy city – a city of contrasts, a melting pot – a city I wanted to visit again, with him.

The kisses were gentle at first before becoming more urgent and probing. I groaned as his hands clasped me tighter, so our bodies merged even more.

Could he hear my heart thundering beneath his T-shirt? Did he know how much I wanted him again? My thoughts were crystallising and that’s when I realised; he had entered my soul and there was no other person I wanted to be with forever except him.
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Now

December




‘Abbie?’

‘Hmm.’

‘Abbie, wake up,’ Liz said.

‘What time is it?’ I mumbled, my head fuzzy, eyes trying to focus on her face.

‘Half six. In the morning.’

‘What?’ I shot up, noticing the empty wine glass on the table and daylight spilling through the blinds. A blanket was knotted at my waist and my stomach growled audibly. ‘What happened?’

‘I think you were having an orgasm in your sleep.’

I looked at her quizzically.

‘You were moaning and groaning. Must’ve been some dream you were having.’

‘How can it be morning? Didn’t you try and wake me last night?’

‘I did, I promise. But you were dead to the world; I even tried shaking you. I took Maddy up to my room when she stirred and went to bed. Sorry.’

I undid my bun and ran my fingers through my hair, trying to tease out the knots.

‘I don’t even remember falling asleep. I poured myself a glass of wine, took some paracetamol I found on the kitchen counter and sat down here, waiting for you to wake up.’

‘The tablets by the bread bin?’ She shook her head like a mother about to scold her child. ‘That’s Mary’s codeine. She left a packet on the side. She’s got a dodgy knee. Christ, Abs. I didn’t think we needed to childproof everything yet.’

‘Oh no, Charlie.’ I picked up my phone from the coffee table and saw two missed calls and three text messages from him.

‘It’s fine. He called me late last night and I told him you were staying over.’

‘Was he OK about it? I feel bad I cancelled our dinner and then I told him I was only going to be a couple of hours.’

‘Of course he was OK. Charlie’s the most understanding guy I’ve ever met.’

I tilted my head to relieve a crick in my neck and rubbed the bridge of my nose.

‘Is everything OK, Abs?’ Liz asked, holding the baby monitor and a cup of tea in her hands. ‘You and Charlie aren’t having problems, are you?’

‘No, we’re fine. I just haven’t been sleeping well recently and it’s making my nerves frayed.’

And now I had lost a whole evening where I could have been thinking up at least one winning argument for my case and prepping for the conference. If Mum knew I was overstretching myself, there would be a lecture of epic proportions. She loved to remind me what happened the last time I took on too much. I pulled at my locket, swinging it back and forth on its chain.

‘I’d better go,’ I said. ‘I need to get myself ready and packed for Paris.’

‘Already? Can’t you stay for a cuppa?’ She wafted the steaming cup in front of my nose.

I inhaled the brew. ‘OK, just a quick one.’ I smiled and took a little sip, letting my fingers warm against the cup.

Liz shifted beside me. ‘God, this takes me back, having you crash out on the sofa. Remember when you were at law school in Guildford sharing that flat with Nada? All those evenings when I came down to see you and had to stay over when I’d missed the last train back to London?’

I smiled at the memory. Nada had been an international student from Lebanon, studying journalism at the University of Surrey. It had been a blast living with her. Even though she had moved back to Beirut after a year, we still stayed in touch religiously, but I missed seeing her.

‘I wish we could go back to those days,’ Liz said. ‘I think I would do everything differently. Certainly wouldn’t have wasted all those years living at Mum’s doing all those crappy temp jobs and then thinking PR was the best career path. I would’ve travelled more, volunteered in Africa or something like that.’

‘But you got your dream job in the end.’

‘Only ten fucking years too late.’

For the past four years, Liz had worked in the communications department of a charity funding research into childhood illnesses and problems in pregnancy. I had never seen her as happy in her professional life. She loved to tell me about the families the charity had helped, but some of the loss stories were hard to hear; an ache always settled deep inside me.

‘But if you hadn’t had all those terrible PR jobs,’ I said, ‘then you wouldn’t have been the right person for the job you have now.’

‘Suppose,’ she said, passing the monitor between her hands. It suddenly burst into life, causing her shoulders to tense and her breathing to shorten. She was soon in the grip of the same panicky gasps she had struggled to control yesterday.

‘It’s OK. Let her cry a bit,’ I said, turning the volume down. ‘She might settle herself. Look at me and breathe.’ I took her arms and rubbed them up and down, trying to get her to focus on the measured movement of air in and out of my lungs.

Several minutes passed before Liz regained her composure, during which time Maddy’s complaints had stopped.

Liz gripped my hands. ‘What’s happening, Abs? Please stay.’ Her bottom lip wobbled. ‘Please don’t go.’

My stomach twisted. I had already cancelled on Charlie twice and had the weight of the conference and next week’s case balancing precariously on my shoulders. But none of that mattered right now. It was still early and the latest I needed to be at King’s Cross for the Eurostar was ten.

‘I’m going to go and check on Maddy and make you another tea,’ I said. ‘But I want you to do me a favour.’

She didn’t answer. A mixture of fear and anxiety had crossed her face.

‘I can stay a little longer, but I want you to call your mum as well.’

There were no protests this time, only a simple nod.

I wiped away the tear trickling down her face and brushed her curls behind her ears.

She picked up her phone and scrolled through her contacts before placing it to her ear.

‘Hey, Mum. I’m sorry it’s so early. No, no, she’s fine. But …’ And that’s when the tears came freely.

Giving her arm a quick squeeze, I walked out and up the stairs.

I hadn’t wanted to tell Liz I knew exactly what my dream had been about. It was of a day years ago. A day when … when the decisions I made would have far-reaching consequences. Looking over the photo albums must have triggered the memory. But what good did it do me thinking about the past? All this talk with Liz about doing things differently. The only thing I needed to focus on this morning was getting Liz the support she needed and racing back home and making it up to Charlie.

The teaspoon clinked against the cup three times. It rattled as Charlie placed it on the saucer. A rustle of newspaper followed. He was sitting at the kitchen table of our flat. Technically, the flat belonged to his parents – an investment they made when he graduated from Oxford and started at Bar school in London – but he paid them a token rent and I began contributing once I moved in a year ago.

‘Hey,’ I said.

Charlie flinched and looked over his shoulder. ‘Christ, you gave me a fright. I didn’t hear you come in.’

He stood up and brushed my lips with his. ‘Here, come and sit.’ He pulled me down onto his lap.

I encircled my hands around his neck and sank into his embrace, feeling his warmth against my hands. ‘I’m so sorry about dinner and not coming home last night,’ I mumbled into his neck, leaving a kiss close to his Adam’s apple. The familiar scent of his shower gel lay there, and it was comforting.

He pulled back a fraction and stroked my cheek. ‘It’s OK. But I was so worried about you. When I got your message at the restaurant, I headed home and waited. I tried calling you. Thank God I got hold of Liz.’

His green eyes widened with concern beneath his spectacles. I loved the way his sandy blonde hair fell onto the black frame and how when he was holding them, he chewed the temple tips, lost in thought.

‘I made a stupid mistake,’ I said. ‘I’d picked up some of Mary’s codeine by accident and mixed it with wine. Knocked myself out, literally, and Liz couldn’t wake me. You got my text this morning though?’

‘About staying with Liz until her mum arrived?’

‘Yes. It took a lot of courage ringing her – they still have a strained relationship. And it’s hard with Mary not around either.’

‘Maybe we should send some flowers to cheer her up.’

I put my hands on either side of his face. ‘That’s so thoughtful,’ I said, leaning in to give him a long, lingering kiss on his lips. ‘I love you, Charlie Logan.’

His smile widened. ‘And I love you, Abigail Jones.’

‘I really am sorry for missing our anniversary dinner. I was so looking forward to it.’ My bottom lip protruded.

‘You don’t need to keep apologising. It was just dinner. We can go there anytime.’

I pulled back from his embrace, my hands twisting in my lap. ‘I thought it had a three-month waiting list.’

‘Where did you hear that?’

I decided not to tell him what Amy had been speculating. ‘I think someone at work mentioned it. So … it wouldn’t have been a special evening?’ My brow wrinkled.

He clasped my hands and squeezed them. ‘Of course it would’ve been special. Every date with you is special. But it’s no big deal that we didn’t get to go.’

‘Oh.’ I struggled to hide the disappointment in my voice. I sat up then went over to the sink and filled the water tank of the coffee machine. Placing a pod inside, I pressed the button and waited for my mug to fill with an espresso.

‘Shall I make you some breakfast?’ Charlie said.

‘That would be great. I have to pack for the conference.’ The machine came to a spluttering stop and I inhaled the roasted beans before blowing away the steam and taking a sip. ‘Can’t believe I’m off to Paris.’

‘Neither can I. I’m going to miss you.’

‘Why don’t you come with me? That would be amazing. There’s some time tonight after the dinner. We could do some late-night sightseeing.’

‘I wish I could. But yesterday’s case didn’t go quite as planned. I’ll have to, umm …’ He cleared his throat. ‘Meet with the solicitor tomorrow to go through some points.’

‘On a Sunday?’

He shrugged. ‘Can’t afford for Monday to go the same way.’

I brought my mug to the table and sat down on the chair next to Charlie’s. ‘That’s a shame. I was rather hoping you could be there to … well, to support me.’

‘You’ll always have my support, Abbie, but you don’t need me to be physically there. I have faith in you. You’ll do great. Has Mary filled you in on what you’ll be doing?’

‘She prepared a pack for me, but I haven’t had a chance to go through it or do enough prep for Monday’s case.’ I rubbed the back of my neck with my hand to try and ease out the knots of tension. ‘And did you see what The Legal 500 directory called me? “Approachable and patient.” I’m hardly going to be inundated with requests based on that review.’

Charlie reached out his hand and pulled me back onto his lap, taking over from my feeble attempt at a massage. ‘I’m worried about you,’ he said softly. ‘I don’t want you running yourself into the ground.’ He pressed his fingers deep into my shoulders and up and down my neck and I groaned in ecstasy.

‘Don’t be worried. I’m fine. Oh, that’s so good,’ I said. ‘You have the hands of a … oh, I don’t know, a magician.’

He chuckled. ‘I aim to please,’ he said cheekily as he laid a few kisses on my bare neck. ‘And I for one think you are much more than just approachable and patient.’

‘You would say that, though, you’re my boyfriend.’ The tension began to ease even more as his fingers kneaded harder. ‘Hmm. Maybe I could spend the train journey reading the conference pack,’ I mused. ‘I’d rather have this massage go on forever and a fry-up.’

‘Consider it done. And I can help with your case on Sunday night if you need to bounce any ideas around. I know it’s not my specialism, but I know a thing or two about the law.’

I looked over my shoulder at him and he gave me a wink.

I kissed him again, flinging my arms around his neck, practically knocking his chair backwards as I shifted to sit astride him. ‘You are the most thoughtful guy, Charles Fitzpatrick Logan. And I am going to miss you this weekend.’ I leaned in to kiss him hard on the lips before removing his glasses and trailing my lips from his mouth down his neck, before peeling back the folds of his dressing gown.

His return kisses became more passionate until I yelped as his hands met my skin under my jumper.

‘That tickles.’ I giggled and gazed into his eyes again. ‘I know this is going to sound crazy.’ I bit my bottom lip. ‘But … I thought you were going to propose last night.’

The shocked look on his face reinforced what I had surmised from his earlier comments. There had been no planned proposal. It was only dinner. I dropped my arms from his neck.

‘Oh, Abbie.’ He paused to put his glasses back on and pull up his dressing gown. ‘I’m sorry if I gave off that impression. I just thought it would be nice to do something a little different for our anniversary. And we’ve both been so busy at work and hardly spent much time with each other recently. I thought it would be fun to go somewhere a little fancy.’

‘Of course, I knew that.’

He shifted his position on the chair as if my weight was a sudden burden. ‘I like things the way they are now, don’t you? Remember I told you how I felt about marriage?’

‘Uh huh.’ I nodded.

It was true. We’d had a talk about marriage not long after we got together, and he had told me about how his university girlfriend had jilted him at the altar to go travelling around Australia. But that talk was almost three years ago. And the build-up to this anniversary and what I’d thought was Charlie’s not so obvious hints had made me think he had changed his mind.

But Charlie was right. Things were good between us. Why change anything? Getting married would inevitably lead to the subject of having kids and I wasn’t ready to have that conversation again.

Charlie got up awkwardly, pushing me to one side, and began fiddling with pots and pans, pulling out eggs and bacon from the fridge. I guess that meant the discussion was over. Now he would never know what my answer would have been. But did I even know?
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Paris. The city of love, passion and about three hundred thousand protesters. Of all the weekends to hold a conference – the same time as France was gripped in a political movement concerning workers’ rights and deteriorating standards of living. In front of me was a sea of people, the majority wearing yellow Hi-Vis vests, with raucous chants filling the air I couldn’t understand, but then I had never made it past GCSE French.

A pulse of excitement filled me at being back here. The last time had been on my and Liz’s Interrailing trip. Then it had been a budget hostel and ‘all you can eat for ten euros’ restaurants. My destination now? The five-star Marriott Rive Gauche in the fourteenth arrondissement of Paris, a twenty-minute ride on the RER B line from the Gare du Nord.

I gripped the handle of my overnight case and readjusted the shoulder strap of my laptop bag. The protest roared around me.

‘Excusez-moi,’ I said, attempting to push my way through the mass of people filling the tree-lined avenue.

But it was no use. The crowds were building, not thinning. It had been a wall of protesters as soon as I had stepped out of the Metro. My first session at the conference was in around an hour, but if my progress continued to stay at nil, then I would be cutting it fine to make it to the hotel in time.

Then something strange happened. It was like a straight line had been carved along the road, causing heads to part so I could see far into the distance.

That’s when I saw his face. A face I could never forget. My mouth opened to call out his name, but my breath caught in my throat and in a blink he was gone. Was my mind playing tricks?

Another surge of movement and there he was again, proving this was no figment of my imagination. But he was too far away to hear me calling him even if I tried. I reached into my coat to grab my inhaler. Clarity struck again after the medicine filled my throat, and I became rooted to the spot. Protesters buffeted me as they marched. I couldn’t move.

Was this fate or destiny? Who knew?

And then he turned, and our eyes met. Brown meeting caramel with flecks of burnt orange; an image singed in my mind forever.

The chants of the protesters quietened; the thumping of my heartbeat all I could hear.

It was like being sucked into a tunnel to the past; memories surfacing which shouldn’t be stirred.

He smiled – that familiar smile – and I closed my eyes for a second. When I opened them, he was gone.
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Fourteen Years Earlier

February




‘Where are you, Liz? If I don’t make it to Hyde Park by two to hear the speeches, I’m screwed. It’s already half twelve.’

I hit the ‘end call’ button on my mobile, noticing the single bar of battery flashing at me like a detonator. Brilliant. That was the third voicemail I had left her.

Behind me, streams of people poured out from the depths of Charing Cross tube. The voice of John Lennon asked everyone to give peace a chance from a loudspeaker, and ahead, the view was a sea of placards – thousands of them – and a glimpse of the statue of Charles I, sitting on his horse at Trafalgar Square. The absence of red double-decker buses and black cabs was conspicuous. The streets had been given over to the people.

I chewed the inside of my cheek and checked my watch. Fifteen minutes. I had given up waiting for Liz fifteen minutes ago and moved barely three hundred feet since then. By my calculation, it would take another five hours to march the mile and a half to Hyde Park. No, no, no.

A tightness gripped my chest, and I rubbed my hand over my jumper, brushing the scratchy wool of the Christmas present Mum had knitted for me.

There’s no need to panic, Abbie, I tried to reason with myself.

A chopper hovered overhead and a chant swept across the crowd, which was about forty deep now. Whistles added to the din. A group to the right of me moved forward and I took a small step in that direction.

‘Ouch,’ I yelped, as a heavy weight bore down on my foot.

‘Pardon,’ someone said, right as I blurted ‘Sorry.’

‘Are you OK?’ they asked.

The thick accent cut through the February chill and caused me to look up, surprised at the interest in my welfare.

A tall guy with dark hair – long and wavy up top, shorter on the sides – held up his hands in apology. Concern was etched into his forehead and there was a hint of stubble against his olive skin, lips parted.

I caught myself staring at them and realised he was waiting for a response. ‘I’m fine,’ I said, even though my little toe throbbed inside my boot. A shove in the back thrust me forward but a mass of bodies in front instantly checked me. ‘We’re not moving particularly fast. I’m sure I can manage with one foot.’

He looked at me, perplexed, tipping his head into the upturned collar of his dark grey puffer jacket. His hair ruffled in the wind.

Before I could think of an explanation for my attempt at sarcasm, another wave of ‘Not in Our Name’ began to build. The guy turned away and lifted his arm high, shouting the words along with the crowd.

I attempted to join in, but I was wheezing. I lifted my inhaler from deep within the pocket of my parka. Three shakes and one hard press on the pump. Barely a puff emerged. Crap. I thought I had replaced the canister last week. I dropped it back in my coat and my fingers touched the note; the note I had received yesterday from my politics supervisor. I didn’t need to read it again; three words burned in my brain: ‘Could do better.’

My heart rate picked up and a prickly sensation passed over my limbs. I sucked in the cold air, filling my lungs with as much oxygen as I could, but it did nothing to moderate my breathing.

Another surge knocked me forward, and I pressed up against a woman in front of me. Now I felt dizzy. Please, no. An asthma attack was not an option right now. The message ‘Keep hope alive’ rippled on a banner behind me, and I hoped it was an omen.

A thought smacked hard against my brain. The six-point plan. That was it. I had to remember this sequence of steps to ward off an attack. Mum wrote it out and laminated it for me when I was seven. She even pinned it to my school bag once. It’s filed in the multi-purpose case Dad gave me on my first day of university – two and a half years ago – along with a talk. In return, I had given him the promise – the promise – to stay focussed on my studies. A promise I would never go back on.

But in this environment – nothing. None of the six points came to mind. I pulled my inhaler out again with the hope of shaking one more puff from it. But another push forward knocked it from my grasp and onto the ground. Shit. I dropped my head to scan the ground around my feet; all Timberlands and Uggs.

‘Excuse me, excuse me,’ I said, but my words were lost in the chants. I gasped, airways tightening.

Everyone around me swayed. Where’s my … why is everything tilting?

Darkness. Weightlessness; then voices – a burst of non-English words before more familiar accents took their place. I fought to breathe until a mask was placed over my mouth. The relief was instant.

Forcing my eyelids open, images began to take shape. A police officer – with a shiny EIIR police badge on her helmet – peered down, along with a paramedic adjusting a tube attached to a pump and a group of people behind them.

‘Breathe deeply,’ said the paramedic.

The cylinder hissed and crackled as I sucked in the medicine until my breathing normalised.

‘Can you tell me your name?’ the paramedic asked finally.

‘Abigail,’ I said, my voice muffled, steam coating the mask.

‘Does anything hurt, Abigail?’

I wiggled my feet which were perched on the arm of a bench, my boots bumping together. My head was resting on something soft and grey but wooden slats pressed into my lower back. No other sources of discomfort. I shook my head.

‘You gave us quite a fright,’ the policewoman said. ‘It’s a good thing this young man was here to catch you.’

From the crowd, a tall man stepped forward. He was wearing a black T-shirt and blue jeans and looking like he had stepped out of a Levi’s commercial from the nineties – all sculpted shoulders, muscled arms. Wait – that’s the guy who trod on my foot earlier on. The cushion propping my head was probably his coat. He must be freezing without it. Hold on, he caught me? I rolled my eyes. Had we acted out a scene from a romcom? The hapless female saved by a dashing hero – the London backdrop faded and romanticised.

He crouched beside the bench as sunlight leaked through the clouds, giving him a halo. That same look of concern was etched even deeper into his face.

‘You dropped this.’ He held out his hand to reveal my inhaler. As he steadied himself with the arm of the bench, I noticed a scar peeking out from his sleeve – a line about four inches long, with a faint indentation of old stitches, pink against his darker skin tone.

‘Thanks,’ I said, curling my fingers around the canister. As I did so, a tingle of static passed between my fingertips and the palm of his hand and he smiled. Dimples formed in his cheeks as he stepped back.

The paramedic leaned down to remove my mask and lift me up. He held my wrist and checked his watch as I stole glances at black T-shirt guy who continued to watch the scene unfold.

‘Hmm,’ the paramedic murmured. ‘Your pulse is quite high.’

I looked down at my boots and gripped my inhaler tightly.

‘You’re asthmatic?’ the paramedic continued, putting a blood pressure cuff on my arm and inflating it.

‘Yes. But I’m fine now. I felt dizzy and the canister was empty and then I think I began to panic.’ My teeth chattered.

Black T-shirt guy reached out to grab the coat from the bench, but instead of putting it on, he slipped it around my shoulders. It was like an ignition switch lighting a burner, and I stopped shaking. ‘Thanks,’ I said, pulling the folds together in my free hand and involuntarily taking a sniff – a distinctive aroma of citrus and spices.

The paramedic stared at me with an eyebrow raised as he took the blood pressure cuff off. ‘Your vitals are fine, but I think it’s best you went home, Abigail.’ He began to pack his bag.

‘But no,’ I protested. ‘I have to make it to Hyde Park.’

‘You need to take it easy first.’ He flicked his head in the direction of black T-shirt guy. ‘Why don’t you go and get a cup of tea and a slice of cake with your boyfriend before heading back on the march.’

‘My boy—’ I looked over to him, my cheeks reddening.

The guy didn’t flinch. Perhaps he only heard the word ‘friend’.

‘This isn’t my boyfriend,’ I muttered, shifting on the bench.

‘He’s her knight in shining armour,’ the police officer said, nudging the paramedic. They both chuckled as I pulled at the collar of the puffer, trying hard not to look back at black T-shirt guy.

The paramedic lifted his bag onto his shoulder and then sighed. ‘Seriously, though. Fainting isn’t something to be taken lightly.’

That fact I knew. Mum had reminded me constantly since the first and last time it had happened.

‘You could also suffer from outdoor claustrophobia,’ he continued.

‘Claustrophobia?’

‘Possibly. Outdoor claustrophobia isn’t common but could be one of your asthma triggers. Now,’ he said, shifting his bag, ‘keep your inhaler filled and book an appointment with your GP on Monday for a health check. All right?’ He smiled before turning back towards the crowd.

The police officer nodded her head. ‘Stay safe.’

‘I’ll try,’ I said.

She left and the crowd around her dispersed.

Over my shoulder, protesters filed past, peace signs painted on cheeks, placards raised. The Beatles’ song ‘All You Need Is Love’ rippled across the crowd. I pulled the puffer jacket to my chin. What now?

I had to find a way to Hyde Park without another incident. If I didn’t, my chance of getting a first for my degree would lie in tatters. My politics supervisor had told me my first draft of my dissertation – twenty per cent of my final exam – wasn’t good enough for the top
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